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Thank you Mr. Chairman and members of the Committee. My name is Paul Long and I am the
Vice President for Public Policy with the Michigan Catholic Conference. The Michigan Catholic
Conference is the public policy voice for the Catholic Church in this state. We appreciate the
opportunity to offer our reflections on these critically important bills.

For decades private religious agencies have worked in cooperation with the state to ensure the
appropriate placement of children with new families. This partnership between the state and
religiously affiliated agencies, and the accompanying respect for religious liberty, has served the
people of Michigan well. Rather than restricting the number of child-placing agencies and, in
turn, access to adoption services, it has fostered pluralism and allowed for participation by a
greater number of providers.

Naturally faith-based entities incorporate and reflect their church’s teachings and values. And,
this ought be protected.

As the First Amendment to the United States Constitution provides for the free exercise of
religion, and the Michigan Constitution in Article 4, Section 4 reads “The civil and political
rights, privileges and capacities of no person shall be diminished or enlarged on account of his
religious belief,” the State of Michigan has a constitutional obligation to protect the freedom of
those child placement agencies which operate under a faith-based mission statement.

In recent years, some adoption agencies -- locally and nationally -- have witnessed pressure to
provide adoption services that would violate their religious or moral policies. Sometimes this
pressure is subtle. Sometimes it is direct. Sometimes it is based on social trends. Sometimes it
is based on interpretations of law or professional “best practice” standards. House Bills 5908
and 5909 address these challenges by protecting an agency’s freedom to serve.

House Bills 5908 and 5909 are designed to only preserve religious liberty. They do not affect
who can adopt or restrict access to adoption services. Some have claimed that this bill changes
the law by giving agencies a right to not participate in an adoption. This claim assumes that
agencies do not currently have such a right. Under this
assumption, any agency licensed by the state must serve any person that knocks on its door. We
do not believe this is the law, but the very assertion of such an argument demonstrates why the
time has come to clarify an agency’s right to serve in a manner consistent with its religious and
moral positions.

House Bills 5908 and 5909 address protection of conscience with respect to licensing,
contracting, or funding considerations.

Again, the only purpose of these bills is to protect an agency’s freedom to serve. They are not
intended to impact adoption law or access to adoption services. To make this clear, House Bill
5908 provides, in three sections, that if a child-placing agency opts not to participate in an
adoption that violates its religious convictions, the action of the agency is not a finding
concerning the best interests of the child. In short, opting not to participate is merely that --
opting not to participate. The decision does not follow the prospective parent and he or she is
free to use the services of one of the many other agencies in the state.




Michigan has chosen to foster a plurality of adoption service providers rather than insisting a
uniform “one size fits all” approach. This approach has provided choices to people across our
great state and a means for agencies to exercise their public ministries. If this policy is to
continue, we must protect the religious liberties of child-placing agencies. No person or agency
should ever be asked to forfeit their religious or moral beliefs as the price to pay for exercising a
religious mission and providing a community service.

As Thomas Jefferson wrote to the Ursuline Sisters at New Orleans on 15 May 1804:

The principles of the constitution and government of the United States are a sure
guarantee to you that it will be preserved to you sacred and inviolate and that
Your institution will be permitted to govern itself according to it’s own voluntary
rules, without interference from the civil authority.

House Bills 5908 and 5909 support this basic Jeffersonian and bedrock American constitutional
principle that religious faith based agencies should be allowed to govern themselves without
governmental interference.

We urge you to support these bills and vote them favorably to the floor of the House of
Representatives.

Thank you.
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